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Run the Race 
 

“I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” 
 

O Lord, sometimes we lift up our eyes and we see ahead not only hills that challenge, but also mountains that 

intimidate.  Help us, for Jesus sake, to raise our vision higher – so that we see You our Deliverer, as well as those 
whom You have safely brought through all trials and tribulations.  Embolden and encourage us so that, even 

when the road becomes dusty, tired and worn, the mileage long and exhausting, we may still resolutely press on 
in You. Amen. 

 

“Sociologically speaking, life does not always have a happy ending.  But we must still strive to finish.  We don’t 

set out to ‘run the great race of faith’ with a mind to quit halfway.”  

[Homilietics, Oct.-Dec.1992, 16] 
 

Introduction 
 

Faced with endings, there is a tendency in all of us to say or to do certain things.  

Personally, I’ve never handled those times too well.  No doubt stemming from the 
way I coped as a child, when things got too emotionally stressful, I typically just went 

to sleep.  I’ve been sleeping a lot lately. 
 

However, more often than not, when something is coming to an end, we spend time 
either reliving the good, or ruminating on the bad.  Perhaps, we might become 

reflective – rehashing, or repenting.  We review, trying to recast what we have  said or 

done, in the hope that it – or we – will be remembered in a favorable light.  And then, 

we might also rejoice a bit, in what – or who – matters to us most. 
 

But if we are people of faith in our Lord and Savior, our reflections will also inevitably 

speak of God, and of the grace, mercy and peace we possess in Him. [Inspired by and 

loosely adapted from Craddock, et. al., Preaching through the Christian Year, C:454]  It’s what Paul 

does in the closing verses of 2 Timothy, and it’s what I’d like to do today.   
 

Wherein, as we have mentioned in the last few weeks, taken as a whole, 2 Timothy is 
Paul’s last will and testament – his “swan song” – not only to Timothy but to the 

church.  For him, it will be the executioner’s sword that will silence him.  For us, it is 

the painful, yet Spirit-led change in the direction of ministry.  Either way, ours is a 

fitting text for an ending … and a beginning. 
 

Therefore, let us reflect a while, in the Name of Him who calls and gathers us, in 

order to scatter us into the marketplace, that with a gospel word on our lips and the 

service of Christ on our hearts and in our hands, we might continue to bless others. 
 

Main Point: The promise of God’s salvation in Christ still stands. 
 

Amen. 
+++ 
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So, how are you at endings?   
 

As we have noted in 2 Timothy, “Paul writes his own epitaph,” though not “to 

recapitulate his prowess or success.  Nor does he drone” on in some syrupy way, 
lamenting “lost opportunities or earthly failures.  [No, ever] the quintessential Christian 

optimist, his thoughts transcend all the misery, mundane and profane, that would have 

hobbled the souls of most.  He soars past the pain, the threats, the desertion, the guilt, the 

death that stalked his earthly path.  He looks beyond.  And beyond, in deepest humility” 
seeing “that which only faith can grasp: God’s promised salvation.” [SSoE, C:307] 
 

In the first instance, boldly confronting the painful PRESENT. 
 

6For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time [or season] of my 

departure [or “loosing” – as of a vessel from its moorings or a soldier striking 

camp1]has come. 
 

For Paul, there is no escaping it.  Death is staring him in the face.  His desire to 

“depart and be with Jesus” [Phil 1:23] is fast approaching.  Wherein, whenever we say 

“goodbye,” it often feels like that, doesn’t it?  I mean, it is never something we would 

choose to do.  So why hasten it or bring it on, especially departing from someone that 

we have grown to love and appreciate?  Why am I leaving?  
 

First, let me say, why I’ve not chosen to take a Call; and that is, there is nothing that 

anyone said or did, nothing anyone or the congregation failed to do.  I’m not leaving 

as if “to shake the dust off my feet in testimony against this place,” nor am I, like Jonah, 

running away.  This is important.  No one caused it; nothing was “the last straw.” 
 

Rather, it is a running toward something, as the Spirit of the Lord – and after all was 

considered – is pulling and leading me to … like when we were led by the same Spirit 

to come here.  It is a “lateral move” … to another field of service … to a congregation 

about the same size … with a profound need for healing … with a school … back in 
New England.  It is a move that Miriam and I make in peace, though we know it has 

caused you some grief. 
 

But we both still have work to do.  Wherein, to be apart is not the end.  For just as the 
disciples discovered – after their own forced time apart from Jesus – there is a 

resurrection.  And that is at the heart of our calling – a past event, with present 

ramifications – rebirth, renewal, to a race that God has set apart all of us to run. 
 

Where, facing the present circumstances, Paul brings to mind the PAST. 
 

 7I have fought the good fight [seen not so much in a military way, but more in terms of 

an athletic contest2], I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.3 

                                                 
1 Abbott-Smith, in Guthrie, The Pastoral Epistles, 169 
2 SSoE, C:307 
3 Perhaps as athletically keeping the “rules” [Easton], or militarily keeping one’s oath of fidelity [Calvin]. [Guthrie, 169] 
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 “[Yes] do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So 
run that you may obtain it.” [1 Cor 9:24] 

 

It is such an apt metaphor of faith.  Where, to think that from the moment we were 

baptized, we – that is, all of us – were set on the track.  From the moment we were 

plunged into the waters of life, receiving our Savior and His blessed gift of grace, the 
track shoes [or, in my case snow skis] were strapped to our feet.  From that moment 

on, it became a race – a contest – to the finish.   
 

That’s the idea communicated by the 3rd century church father Tertullian.  Writing to 
the faithful, he said:   
 

“Your master, Jesus Christ, has anointed you with his Spirit and has brought you to this 

training ground.  He determined long before the day of the contest to take you from a softer way 
of life [that is, ‘more tempting dishes … more pleasurable drinks’] to a harsher regimen, that your 

strength may increase.” [To the Martyrs, 3.3] 
 

“Foretold by the prophets, engaged in by the Lord [Jesus Himself], and carried on by 
the apostles,” [Cyprian, Letters 10.4], it’s a contest we all face … a race we all must run. 

 

The Good News is that we run in Jesus, which enables us to run with confidence and 

with joy, just as I have run these last 26 months with you. 
 

Like Paul:  
 

“I did not sit on the sidelines.  I entered the competition.  I competed to the end.”   

[SSoE, C:307] 
 

As we have … together! 
 

ILLUSTRATION: It’s not unlike growing up in a household, whose mom worshiped 

at the altar of the New Orleans Saints.  Wherein, one of the great moments in sports 

history is when the Saints were playing the Detroit Lions.  Down 17-16, the Saints 
called a time out with 2 seconds on the clock.  The coach then sent Tom Dempsey, an 

uncertain place-kicker with a deformed right arm and hand, and half a right foot, to 

try a field goal.  It was a 63-yard attempt, up to that time the longest field goal ever 
kicked in the NFL.  He succeeded.  The Saints won! 
 

When asked after the game how he did it, Dempsey attributed his success to high 

school, college and professional coaches who “spent so much time encouraging me 
that they simply forgot to tell me what I couldn’t do.”  So also my time with you, 

forged in grace, built on forgetting to tell each other what we are incapable of doing … 

where, “with Christ,” Paul says, “all things are possible.”4 
 

                                                 
4 With the kick, Dempsey broke Bert Rechichar's NFL record for longest field goal by seven yards. That record was 

equaled by Jason Elam in 1998, Sebastian Janikowski in 2011, and David Akers in 2012. On December 8, 2013, Matt 

Prater topped Dempsey's mark by hitting a 64-yard field goal. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bert_Rechichar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jason_Elam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sebastian_Janikowski
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Akers
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matt_Prater
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matt_Prater


 4 

So that is what we both will do.  We will continue to engage.  We will continue to 

run.  We will keep the faith.  
 

“Surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses [past and present], we will lay aside every weight, 

and sin which clings so closely, and run with endurance the race that is set before us, all the 

while looking to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him 

endured the cross, despising the shame, and is now seated at the right hand of the throne of God.” [Heb 12:1,2] 
 

“Again I saw that under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise, nor 

riches to the intelligent, nor favor to those with knowledge, but time and chance happen to them all.” [Eccl 9:11] 
 

 [ The Lord answered Jeremiah ] “If you have raced with men on foot, and they have wearied you, how will you 

compete with horses?” [12:5] 
 

Such will be our inspiration, all – and always – with the view towards anticipating the 

reward, even as Paul …  
 

Casts a hopeful glance to the FUTURE. 
 

 8Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown [the “victor’s wreath”5]of righteousness [of 

sin forgiven and salvation freely bestowed], which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award 

to me on that day, and not only to me but also to ALL [past and present6]who have loved 

his appearing. 
 

Yes, “run in this world, so as to obtain the next,” said the early church Father Jerome 

[[Against the Pelagians 1]  Where, “if earth is [our] training ground, heaven [is our] crown.” 
[Ambrose, Letters to Priests, 49]    
 

Yes, with hearts and lives firmly fixed at the foot of the cross, inspired by the gracious 

and merciful Savior,  you and I are given a clear vision of the goal and its prize, even 

as I am given a hopeful vision for you Holy Trinity. 
 

Beginning with …  
 

Δ FORGIVNESS GRACIOUSLY RECEIVED AND GIVEN. 
 

9 Do your best to come to me soon. 10 For Demas, in love with this present world, has deserted me and gone to 
Thessalonica. Crescens has gone to Galatia, Titus to Dalmatia. 11 Luke alone is with me. Get Mark and bring 

him with you, for he is very useful to me for ministry. 12 Tychicus I have sent to Ephesus. 13 When you come, 
bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, also the books, and above all the parchments. 14 Alexander the 

coppersmith did me great harm; the Lord will repay him according to his deeds. 15 Beware of him yourself, for he 
strongly opposed our message. 

 

 16At my first defense no one came to stand by me, but all deserted me. May it not be charged against them! 
 

Wherein, Paul no doubt had his enemies.  Thankfully, I have not.   
 

                                                 
5 SSoE, C:308 
6 Captured in the perfect tense of the verb 



 5 

However, if there is anything that I have said or done to offend you, it is your 

forgiveness that I seek … even as I leave with a clear conscience, holding no grudge 

towards anyone. 
 

Next, mine is a vision of … 
 

Δ STRENGTH AND STEADFASTNESS IN THE LORD WHO WILL SUPPORT 

YOUR FAITH AND who will INSPIRE YOUR WITNESS. 
 

Even as it was …  
 

  17
But the Lord [who] stood by me and strengthened me [Paul writes], so that through me the 

message might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it.   
 

Getting back to the image of the race – I exhort you to be ever running, Holy Trinity.  

Be ever pressing on.  Wherein, to run a race, one needs: 
 

 Water stations // therefore, return – and often – to your Baptism. 
 

 Directional signs: knowing the course, where we are going  // even as I hope, 

more than anything, I’ve communicated to you the importance of continuing to be 

in God’s Word. 
 

 Food: knowing where to gain strength // such as at [t]His Table.  Come often. 
 

 Folks to cheer us on // that “cloud of witnesses” in this place. 
 

Be strengthened in these.  Study God’s Word together.  Engage in meaningful times of 

fellowship together.  That is my ultimate hope and prayer.  That you be a people of 
“Scripture, breaking of the bread, of fellowship, and of prayer.” 
 

Even as I cast a final hope for … 
 

Δ A QUICK “RESCUE” … AND A SAFE PASSAGE “HOME”. 
 

So I was rescued from the lion's mouth [i.e. from “some extreme danger”7]. 
18The Lord will rescue me 

from every evil deed and bring me safely into his heavenly kingdom.  
 

ILLUSTRATION: Wherein, during the days of the Pony Express [which carried mail by an 

organized relay of horseback riders between St. Joseph, Missouri and Sacramento, California.  A 

letter weight up to an ounce could cover the 2,000 miles in just 10 days … and in order to travel 

light and increase speed and mobility, men rode in shirtsleeves, even in winter.  To get 
riders, the Pony Express advertised with ads like this in an 1860 San Francisco 

newspaper: “WANTED: young, skinny, wiry fellows not over 18.  Must be expert 

riders, willing to risk life daily.  Orphans preferred.”  There never was a shortage of 
volunteers. 

                                                 
7 I.e. with no specific or hidden reference to being thrown into the Arena, or delivered from Nero or Satan [Guthrie, 177; 

see Dan 6:20; Ps 22:21] 



 6 
 

Wherein, Jesus continues to advertise: “WANTED: sinful, broken people … baptized 

and redeemed … to deny themselves, to take up their cross, and to follow Me.”   
 

Therefore, keep your eyes on the goal.  This ministry we possess is not about us.  It 

has never been us.  It has always been about Him … and them! 
 

And so my prayer – our prayer: 
 

Captain of Israel’s Host and Guide of all who seek the land above, 
Beneath Thy shadow we abide, the cloud of Thy protecting love; 

Our strength, Thy grace; our rule, Thy Word; our end, the glory of the Lord. 

[C. Wesley] 
 

To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Where, now, at the end of a ministry together, not unlike at the end of 2 Timothy, 
Paul offers greetings, particularly to those who crossed his path and engaged in this 

ministry of life with him.   
 

19 Greet Prisca and Aquila, and the household of Onesiphorus. 20 Erastus remained at Corinth, 
and I left Trophimus, who was ill, at Miletus. 21 Do your best to come before winter. Eubulus 

sends greetings to you, as do Pudens and Linus and Claudia and all the brothers. 
 

Wherein, there is no way I can recount your many kindnesses, or how you have 
impacted my life.  Perhaps, through our continued contact and correspondence, I may 

get to do that individually. 
 

Yet, let it simply be stated that, for now, as we have come to face this present reality, 
we may rejoice and give thanks for the past, all the while casting a vision to a future 

and hope that God has for all who are baptized into his Name. 
 

Wherein, a verse that I’ve been leaning on a lot lately is Romans 8:28.  Paul writes: 
 

“And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are 
called according to his purpose.” 

 

Here’s what I know.  First, that you love God.  Second, that you – like me – are called 

according to His purposes.  Which, translates into a beautiful promise … that “all 

things do work together for good.” 
 

Of this I am certain.  Of His grace, mercy and peace, I am certain.  Wherein, I can do 

no better than to end one chapter, as it began:  
 
 

“The Lord be with your spirit. Grace be with you.” [2 Tim 4:22] 
 

 

Amen and Amen! 


